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Young Fossil Detection—New
Error Correction

Hortensia Louro
University of Havana

Unfortunately the chances of any animal
becoming a fossil are not very great, and
the chances of a fossil then being discov-
ered many thousands of years later are
even less. (Doff 1988:57)

Whatever the case may be in nature, the
chances of linguistic items becoming
fossils are very great, and the chances of
fossils being discovered are even greater.
After teaching English for several years,
teachers become able to detect errors
easily in their students’ pronunciation,
grammar, vocabulary, spelling, use and
appropriacy, and their ability to get the
intended message across.

If one has been trained audiolingually
as an error chaser and has spent years
making bloody marks with red ink, un-
derlining, circling, highlighting mistakes
in written work, correcting every error
in students’ oral expression, it is not easy
to change one’s attitude from being cor-
rective or even punitive to being encour-
aging.

The above does not mean that teach-
ers, now in the bushes of communicative
language teaching, have become anti-
correction proponents with the ease
with which a lizard changes color, and
neglect the existence of young and old
fossils in false beginners. Still, those of
us, error chasers of the past, though con-
vinced that those techniques were not as
useful as we thought, often wonder why
our students fail to produce something
as basic as the -s in third-person singular
verb forms. 

Why errors occur and how they
should be dealt with in the classroom
have been puzzling teachers for ages. We
have put the blame on the mother tongue,
the foreign language, the teacher, his/her
training, the materials, the learners and
their ears.

Selinker (1972) identifies five proc-
esses central to second-language learn-
ing and acquisition, each of which can
force fossilizable items, rules, and sub-
systems to appear and probably remain
in the interlanguage. These are: language
transfer, or interference from the mother
tongue; transfer of training, or errors due
to the nature of the language-learning

materials and approaches; strategies of
second-language learning, or errors due
to the learner’s own approach to the ma-
terial to be learned; strategies of second-
language communication, or errors due
to the way in which the learner attempts
to communicate with native speakers in
natural language; and overgeneralization
of target-language rules, or errors due to
the way in which the learner restructures
and reorganizes linguistic material.

Whatever the process responsible,
once an error is fossilized in a learner’s
performance, I treat it by a technique
that has given me good results so far.
After the first week of classes I give each
student a card we call “My Fossils.”
With examples, I explain or demonstrate
(or have students do it) what inaccura-
cies are likely to occur (according to my
observations). We shift from the term
error or mistake to the term fossil.

Fossils often include pronunciation
problems typical of Spanish speakers
learning English (sp, st, sk, sl clusters,
and w [“gooel” for well]); the -s in third-
person present singular; I want that you
(Quiero que . . . ) for I want you to; li-
brary for librería (bookstore); title spelled
with double t (maybe due to little); and
appropriacy errors.

During the third week of class we an-
alyze how many members of the group
have fossilized the same errors and the
class forms “neighborhoods of concern.”
With peer correction, the ones that make
the same mistakes develop an awareness
and concentrate on improving. During
the semester, they cross out the fossils
they have eradicated. By the end of the
course all the fossils on the cards should
have been crossed out. This self-control
technique helps adult learners particu-
larly in identifying their strengths and
weaknesses. It enables the teacher to act
as a “facilitator” in developing a new at-
titude towards correction.

GERMANY

Sharing Classroom
Experiences with Poster
Exhibits

James Ward
ELO, USIS Berlin

Nearly 100 teachers, working individu-
ally or in groups, designed and displayed
approximately 60 poster exhibits during
the recent TESOL Convention in Balti-
more, Maryland. Coming from Brazil,
Japan, Turkey, the United States,
Venezuela, and many other countries,
they shared their classroom experiences
dealing with a broad range of subjects
and issues: student-designed games, dia-
logue journals, self-access materials,
school newspapers, electronic mail (e-
mail), teacher training, etc. 

The exhibits reflected the overriding
themes of our profession as reflected in
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other convention sessions: the empow-
erment of students, the development of
curriculum to meet learner needs, the
composing process, and the use of the
information highway to name just a few.

The poster session shown above, “En-
vironmental Awareness through Drama:
A Summer Course for Children,” orga-
nized and displayed by Barbara Black-
well-Gülen of Ankara, Turkey, exempli-
fies several trends in our profession.
Students empower themselves in a
drama class as they conceive, plan, write,
and perform skits that reflect their own
concerns about the environment. In ad-
dition to skits, students produce poems,
posters, and scrapbooks. Secondly, the
poster session highlights the use of con-
tent-based materials—in this case ecol-
ogy—to develop a range of EFL classroom
activities. A unique aspect of this poster
session was its description of setting up a
summer camp for young learners.

Other poster sessions also examined
the topic of teaching children. For ex-
ample, one exhibit examined the link

between children’s literature and a the-
matic curriculum, incorporating music
and art activities within a whole lan-
guage approach (“The Literature Link—
The Use of Children’s Literature,” dis-
played by Mary Hickman of New York).

In addition to the poster sessions
treating elementary and secondary
school levels, there were exhibits dealing
with adult learners. For example, one
display concerned teaching English to
employees in Venezuela’s petroleum in-
dustry (“CEPET—National Language

Program,” by Carolin Morales) and an-
other described an intensive English
program for businessmen (“Designing a
One-Week Intensive Program for Busi-
nessmen,” by Maria de Loudres McKen-
zie and Norma Leme of Brazil).

Composition was treated in ways that
indicate that rote writing activities are
no longer in fashion. Three exhibits con-
cerned dialogue journals—an approach
in which students write to one another
and/or the teacher to communicate real
(personal) concerns that the readers re-
spond to (“Dialogue Journals: Sustained
Writing between L1 and L2 Students,” by
Jeanne T. Laubscher and Joan D’Antoni;
“Journal Writing among Students in a
Japanese University,” by Atsuko Watan-
abe; and “Secret Partners for Journals in
Reading and Writing Classes,” by Ellen
Bunker and Debbie Yang).

Poster displays also showed how the
information superhighway is rapidly
opening up new teaching and learning
possibilities for teachers and students.
One display described the TESL-EJ, an
electronic journal (“Introducing TESL-
EJ: An Electronic ESL/EFL Journal,” by
J. Timothy Rushing). Another intro-
duced the materials available from CNN
via e-mail (“CNN: Caught Locally Net-
worked!” by Priscilla Whittaker).

Whether displaying photographs of
students engaged in classroom activities,
examples of student-produced work, dia-
grams, or flowcharts, poster sessions
provide opportunities to share ideas and
information about methods, curricu-
lum, and current issues. They make a
fine addition to any local or national
ELT conference. =

GREECE

TESOL Affiliate Holds
Convention

TESOL Macedonia-Thrace will hold its
annual convention November 5–6, 1994,
at the University of Macedonia in Thes-
saloniki, Greece. The theme of the con-
vention is “Recent Developments—Fu-
ture Prospects.” 

Specific information can be obtained
from:

TESOL Macedonia-Thrace
211 Vassilisis Olgas Street
Thessaloniki, Greece 546 46
Tel: (031) 426803
Fax: (031) 411320

English Teaching Forum • October 1994 

James Ward is an
English Language
Officer for the U. S.
Information Agency.
He does teacher
training in Germany,
the Czech Republic,
and Slovakia. He has
also been the ELO in
Turkey, and has taught
EFL in Indonesia and
Thailand.




